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Abstract
Although there are many years of research and practice for the fields of family therapy
and expressive arts therapy, there have been few times when the two integrated. In this Literature
Review, the intersection between expressive arts therapy and family therapy is explored to
further envision how it could benefit families who are Latinx/Latine immigrant. These families
often experience traumatic poverty and violence in their home countries which leads them to
decide to migrate. The journey to migrate to the United States, acculturate to a new culture, a
new language, grapple with being undocumented or having temporary legality, and
discrimination are some of the experiences they face. It is possible parents sometimes leave the
country by themselves and bring their children years later, and more recently there has been an
increase in deportations and family separations, which can cause a rupture in the parent-child
bond. It is concluded Latinx/Latine families can benefit from expressive arts therapy and
expressive therapies. These forms of arts therapies can be flexible and adaptable to different
ages, and provide a non-verbal space for all members to express complex and hard-to-put into
words emotions and thoughts, therefore being able to process their trauma.
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How Can the Expressive Arts Therapy Benefit Latinx/Latine Immigrant Families?
Introduction
The aim of this paper is to envision how the expressive therapies can be effective and
beneficial to Latinx/Latine immigrant families during family therapy work. This will present the
opportunity to envision a possible expressive arts family therapy prototype. I will attempt to
answer the questions: How can the expressive therapies benefit Latinx/Latine immigrants in
family therapy? and What will an expressive arts/ intermodal therapy model that is culturally
sensitive to Latinx/Latine families who have experienced trauma look like?
The arts have been used in therapy for decades. The arts-based therapies have been
making their way to the mental health field since the 1950s, and research shows the arts-based
therapies can benefit people who have experienced trauma (Kaynan & Wade, 2018; Lai, 2011;
Shafer, 2008). However, there is a shortage of expressive therapies’ interventions and theories
being used in the field of family and couples therapy (Shafer, 2008). Although there is persistent
research pointing to the benefits of arts-based mediation in therapy, particularly with trauma
populations, there is still a gap about how individuals who attend family and couples therapy can
reap such benefits (Zeevi, Regev, & Guttmann, 2018; Hinkle, Radomski, & Decker, 2015).
One of the advantages the arts-based therapies bring to the field is alternative non-verbal
communication and expression. This has been mostly utilized for working with children (Shafer,
2008), but adults can also benefit from such welcoming forms of expression (Zeevi, Regev, &
Guttmann, 2018; Hinkle, Radomski, & Decker, 2015; Lai, 2011). Since the field of family and
couples therapy includes the integration of all ages, including parents and children, the arts seem
suitable for therapy where all members of all ages in a family unit are present in a session. RamVlasov & Orbiki (2021) and Lai (2011), indicate there are not many models incorporating
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expressive arts therapy or intermodal modality interventions in family therapy. I believe studying
what the other sister modalities have done for family therapy treatment can provide family and
expressive arts therapists with a notion of what an expressive arts/ intermodal family therapy
model may look like.
Further, another population that can benefit from non-verbal expression is Latinx/Latine
immigrant families who are Spanish speaking. The word Latinx and Latine will be used
interchangeably in this paper. Though many arguments exist challenging the concept including
Latinidad, Latino, Latina, Latinx, and Latine, which will be explained later, it is important to
keep in mind that “Latinidad kind of glosses over how Latinidad came to be, which has a very
ugly history that doesn’t really get acknowledged” (Salazar, 2019). For this paper, Latinx and
Latine will be used interchangeably to refer to families who come from Spanish-speaking
countries in Central America, South America, and the Caribbean. An important framework to
keep in mind regarding generalizing people from the three regions mentioned is the Theoretical
Myth of Sameness (TMOS). According to Hernandez & Curiel (2012), TMOS is the principle
stating that all families are the same and is observable in two manners. One is the conventional
way suggesting that all families are the same, such as when a family therapist assumes that a
first-generation Latinx/e family is the same as a white American family who has many
generations in this country. In this sample the therapist does not acknowledge the cultural
differences between white, black, indigenous, and Latinx/e families. The second view is the
contemporary one, suggesting that families from broad groups are not the same without
acknowledging the differences within groups like minority populations. For example, when a
therapist supposes that a first-generation Colombian family is the same as a first-generation
Salvadoran family. This assumption does not recognize the ethnic and cultural differences
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among these families by presuming they eat the same dishes, speak the same Spanish slang, and
have the same interaction styles. This presumption from a family therapist can be a neglecting
experience for the families.
As reported by Conway et al. (2020) and Tello et al. (2017), Latinx immigrant families
residing in the United States are faced with many complex hardships. They may have to
acculturate to a new language, a new culture and must learn about other ethnic groups. Adapting
and adjusting to a new country can affect Latinx immigrants on a physical, emotional, and
mental level (Conway et al., 2020). There is also the stress of the actual migrating journey which
can be particular to each family because it depends on the political situation of the home country
and the class status of the families (Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). In some cases, parents decide to
migrate first and leave their children with extended family members, which can cause a strong
rupture in the parent-child bond. Sometimes, parents are not able to arrange to bring their
children for years, and once they are able to be with and play their role as parents, many issues
arise.
Additionally, my experience working as a para-clinician in an In-Home Therapy team
with the Spanish-speaking population in Greater Boston had led me to realize this population
may carry unresolved trauma and may never be provided with the emotional and social education
to express their emotions. The combination of these factors can create a challenging setting for
the parent-child relationships in families (Conway et al, 2020). Therefore, the use of arts-based
interventions can be a more appropriate tool to consider when working with Latinx immigrant
families in the field of family therapy.
For this literature review, I searched for literature within Lesley University’s database
and used the following search terms: “family therapy,” and “expressive arts therapy.” Exclusions
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to decrease the results included: “education,” “school,” “learning,” “teaching,” “classroom,”
“education system,” as well as “brain injury,” “head injury,” “traumatic brain injury,” “acquired
brain injury,” also “dementia,” “Alzheimer’s,” “cognitive impairment,” “memory loss,” and
finally, “group therapy,” “group counseling,” and “group intervention” because the focus is on
families. Along with Lesley University’s database, another research database used was Google
Scholar, where the combination of “Latinx families” and “family therapy” resulted in extra
articles. In addition, I used the reference sections of the articles to find more peer-reviewed
articles to answer the main question: how can the expressive arts therapy benefit Spanish
speaking Latinx/e immigrant families?
Literature Review
It is imperative to be aware of the many complex layers to consider when working with
Latinx/Latine population. The first concentration will be about the Spanish-speaking
Latinx/Latine families that live in the United States. This section, being the densest, has
subheadings focusing on important themes which are: arguments about the recent use of Latinx
as a gender-neutral term, the values of machismo, marianismo and familismo, the stress of
acculturation, the stress of having different types of legality or not having one, race, the stigma
and struggles about mental health, and the levels of trauma commonly experienced. The second
focus will be about the history of family therapy, which will be followed by a review of the
important aspects of the expressive arts therapy field. The fourth section will be a review of the
research where expressive therapies and family therapy integrate. These will lead to the last
focus, where the matter of how the expressive arts therapy can benefit Latinx/Latine immigrant
families residing in the United States will be discussed.

6
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Spanish-Speaking Latinx/Latine Families in the United States
According to Conway et al. (2020), the Latinx/e or Hispanic population accounted for
about eighteen percent of the total U. S. population for the year of 2018. This number is
estimated to grow to almost twenty nine percent by 2060. Since the number of this population is
estimated to grow, it is important for therapists to become more knowledgeable of the
complexities the terms Hispanic (someone from a Spanish speaking country) and Latinx
(someone from Latin America) bring to the table. This section will delve into some basic
information clinicians must know when working with Spanish-speaking immigrant families from
Latin America.
Regarding the Theoretical Myth of Sameness’ (TMOS) contemporary view that “All
Latinx/e families are the same,” there a few different themes therapists can explore with Latinx/e
families to be more in tune with their experience and sensitive to their particular ethnic values
and practices (Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). As a starting point, suggested by Hernandez & Curiel
(2012), these categories can be race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, gender, sexual orientation,
country of origin and impact of immigration. Mental health workers, including expressive arts
therapists, can create a more culturally sensitive and responsive therapeutic connection and
atmosphere by exploring how systemic structures and cultural values specifically impact the
Latinx/e families they would be working with (Conway et al., 2020; Terrazas et al, 2020;
Hernandez & Curiel, 2012; Bermudez, 2008).
Latinx Arguments
As previously mentioned, the attempt to use the word “Latinx” as a gender-neutral for
Latino and Latina has gotten much criticism even with its popularity (Blas, 2019; Tlapoyawa,
2019; Salazar, 2019; Lopez, n. d.). One of the main reasons is that the root of “Latin” was given
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by a French man, Michel Chevalier, as a way to captivate the residents or “unite colonial
subjects” (Tlapoyawa, 2019) with France’s interests and enlarge the French empire (Tlapoyawa,
2019). This was a success, and it is why the whole geographical area is referred to as Latin
America, where many languages originating from Latin are perceived as one or as ancestors of
one (Tlapoyawa, 2019). It is important to remember from the perspective of indigenous folks that
anything being forced by Europe forms part of the colonization trying to again gain power from
the land known today as Latin America (Tlapoyawa, 2019; Lopez, n. d.). In this way, Tlapoyawa
(2019) further claimed their preference in using terms to describe non-binary-conforming people
from the indigenous communities they are from, like Mazewalli. By claiming an identity from
the Latin language origin, it also excludes people from non-Spanish-speaking countries like
Haiti, Jamaica, Belize, and Guyana, among other Caribbean people (Salaza, 2019). Due to its
colonizing background, the term Latinx inevitably entails anti-black, anti-indigenous, racist,
misogynist, sexist, anti-spiritual and transphobic morals that are still oppressing many today
(Salazar, 2019; Lopez, n. d.).
Alongside the criticism of including the Latin root in “Latinx,” another argument
challenging the common term Latinx is the fact it was introduced from an English-speaking
perspective (Del Real, 2020; Blas, 2019; Tlapoyawa, 2019; Lopez, n. d.). The idea was to use the
letter X to replace feminine and masculine vocabulary in the Spanish language. For example,
Maestra (female teacher) will become Maestrx, and in a sentence Mi amiga es una maestra (My
friend is a teacher) becomes Mi amigx es unx maestrx, which is also hard to pronounce (Del
Real, 2020; Blas, 2019). So even if people living in Latin America are familiar with this idea
(Del Real, 2020; Blas, 2019; Tlapoyawa, 2019), it is also difficult to incorporate in the common
language spoken in the continent (Blas, 2019). However, Blas (2019) created a comic explaining
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his reason to changing from Latinx to Latine, which was his experience of seeing a friend who is
a presenter in a drag show replace the Os and As from feminine and masculine nouns with the
letter E. So, the previous example would become Mi amigue is une maestre, which is a lot easier
to pronounce (Del Real, 2020; Blas, 2019). Although the use of the term Latinx has become a
popular practice to be inclusive (Blas, 2019; Tlapoyawa, 2019; Salazar, 2019; Lopez, n. d.) of
non-gender-conformists, the history of the term can give us further insight of the difficulties of
how non-binary communities who come from Latin America experience this language and
culture that is centered in assigning a gender to everything. Knowing the history of the term
“Latin” in Latin America and its colonizing origins, makes it easier to recognize its connection to
other colonizing values being forced and practiced in the continent since 1500s.
Cultural Values: Machismo, Marianismo & Familismo
The importance of looking into gender roles within the Latinx/Latine community is to also
be sensitive to the dominant cultural expectations that familismo, machismo, and marianismo bring
to daily life (Terrazas et al., 2020; Hernandez & Curiel, 2012; Bermudez, 2008). When therapists
working with clients and families who identify as Latinx understand the principles of these cultural
concepts, they are more likely to provide sensitive services. The weight of these cultural practices
and expectations governs the daily life of immigrants including gender roles and acculturation
process. According to Hernandez and Curiel (2012), machismo indicates the role men should play
as the financial provider, protector, “intelligent, hardworking and competitive” (pp. 520).
Unfortunately, this has been negatively misinterpreted as Latino men being “controlling, violent,
aggressive and dominant” (pp. 520). Consecutively, marianismo describes the role women should
play as feminine, obedient, respectful, “caring, nurturing and self-sacrificing” (pp 520).
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Consequently, these two values reassure heterosexual sexuality and relationships (Hernandez &
Curial, 2012).
Furthermore, a core value in Spanish-speaking families from Latin America is familismo.
This value points to the importance of relationships, particularly to family members, where the
“well-being of the family unit is prioritized over the individual” (Terrazas et al, 2020; Hernandez
& Curiel, 2012; Bermudez, 2008). It prioritizes family loyalty, respect of the wisdom, authority
and input of elders, emotional and physical closeness to family members, and interdependence
(Terrazas et al., 2020; Hernandez & Curiel, 2012; Bermudez, 2008). However, even though this
can function as a protective factor, familismo can also be a double-edge sword (Terrazas et al.,
2020; Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). For example, familismo can encourage youth members to enter
the workforce early and not follow academic endeavors (Terrazas et al., 2020). For families who
have members with no legal permission to reside or work in this country or have temporary legal
permission, familismo can enforce the practice of maintaining family secrets and not seeking help
when needed (Terrazas et al., 2020; Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). Along with machismo and
marianismo, familismo can also discourage a member to open up about their non-heteroconforming sexual orientation (Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). Therapists need to consider how a
family’s experience is impacted by these values, particularly how members from different
generations may have different stances or inclinations regarding machismo, marianismo and
familismo, which can also impact the process of acculturation.
Acculturation Stress
When exploring the topic of immigration, providers must keep in mind the political,
economic, and other types of environmental factors that operated in the homeland of the Latinx/e
family that led to the decision to migrate to the United States (Conway et al, 2020; Terrazas et
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al., 2020; Hernandez & Curiel, 2012). This awareness of the risky environmental factors in the
family’s home country can then be followed by inquiring how the decision to migrate was made,
who made it, and how the journey of coming to this country occurred (Conway et al., 2020;
Terrazas et al., 2020; Hernandez & Curiel). It is crucial to bear in mind the acculturation stress
endured by this population. Facing discrimination, while adapting to a new culture, new
language, new climate, and new laws can impact the wellbeing of Latinx families, affecting the
quality of relationships among family members as a result (Conway et al., 2020). Investigating
these factors can give insight into how they influence the process of adapting and point to
differences among families with various economic statues, races, and ethnicities, thus, providing
family therapists with a better understanding of the acculturation process experienced by the
families they work with. Another factor to keep in mind when exploring acculturation is the legal
status of each family member and the anxiety it brings.
Legality Stress
The stress of being undocumented in this country and having no legal permission to work
can be traumatic because it is chronic (Conway et al., 2020; Terrazas et al., 2020). There is the
constant fear of being deported and separated from family members and uncertainty of the future
(Conway et al., 2020; Terrazas et al., 2020; Lovato et al., 2018). The research provided by
Terrazas et al. (2020) brings to light how having liminal legality creates other set of stressors
where uncertainty of the future still prevails. Liminal legality was first introduced by Cecilia
Menjivar in 2006 to describe the subcategory of people who are not U.S. citizens. This includes
people with Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), Temporary Protected Status
(TPS), and Lawful Permanent Residency (LPR). Since DACA and TPS are temporary permits
that have to be renewed every one to two years, this uncertainty results in an unsureness of the
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future, anticipation of rejection, and handling of many important documents. On the other hand,
LPRs have more privileges than DACA and TPS, including being able to travel outside of the U.
S. and having in-state tuition access. However, people with these liminal legalities cannot vote or
get access to most or certain government benefits; if they do, it can impact their legal status.
Moreover, having access to these liminal legalities requires high costs of attorneys and procedure
fees, and sometimes having a family member who is a permanent resident or U. S. citizen is
needed to start the process. Ultimately, more than nine million individuals are part of what is
referred to as a mixed-status family (Terrazas et al., 2020, pp. 362), where members in one
family hold different legality statuses, thus feeling various levels of stress from legality. Besides
the anxieties of not being a U. S. citizen, there are other oppressive happenings immigrant
Latinx/e families experience in the U. S.
Race
As claimed by Hernandez and Curiel (2012), due to colonization, Latin America has
descendants from the European colonizers, African slaves, and indigenous communities that were
murdered and forced to become slaves and assimilate to colonial values and customs. Hence, the
concept of race is a delicate one. Mental health providers must be informed of the differences in
the experiences of the identities of Hispanic, Latinx/e, as well as go beyond the broaden terms and
process the racial and ethnic identities. There are various terms used to identify within-group
differences, and the internal, historical, and sociological hardships faced by brown and black
Latines in their home countries are undeniable. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind how the
racial struggles of indigenous, black, and mixed-race Latinx/e families and individuals impacts
them mentally and emotionally pre and post migration to the U. S.
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Mental Health Struggles
According to Gerdes et al. (2020), even with the resources to access mental health
services, Latine families, along with other ethnic minority groups, still experience a gap in
receiving treatment for their mental health. Some of the main complications that limit Latine
families from receiving mental health treatments are having a low financial income which
impacts access to health insurance, having to take days off from work, and even affording
transportation to travel to the services. An additional reason limiting mental health services to
Latinx/e is cultural causes like the lack of Spanish-speaking providers and lack of knowledge
about mental health disorders within this population. Moreover, Latine families are more likely
to terminate services early.
Additionally, Terrazas et al. (2020) reminded readers that Christianity’s role cannot be
ignored when working with Spanish-speaking families from Latin America. The Christian faith,
especially Catholicism, has been a coping mechanism among this population for generations and
has provided opportunities to make meaning in difficult and even dangerous situations.
Depending on the devotion strength in each Latinx/e family, family therapists can explore which
“beliefs have fostered resilience within these families” (pp. 365) and even be a factor in
reinforcing social networks like a church community. Although Christianity has helped Latine
families in difficult situations, many families still have stigma about going to therapy, thus
discouraging them from seeking mental health support with healing their trauma that may still
impact them negatively.
Trauma
As provided by Lovato et al. (2018), seven percent of U.S. children live with at least one
undocumented parent. Since Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) implementation has
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broadened from international borders to communities across all U. S., the number of deportations
has dramatically increased. In result, the number of parent-child separation has also dramatically
increased. Despite the new deportation guidelines started in February 2021 (Beitsch, 2021), the
family separations due to deportation will continue to negatively affect “children’s psychosocial
wellbeing even years after fear of or the reality of a parental deportation” (Lovato et al., 2018,
pp. 110). Nevertheless, before the two most current presidencies altered the policies impacting
Latinx/e immigrant families, there were and still are many adversities and problems negatively
affecting the parent-child relationship (Conway et al., 2020; Terrazas et al., 2020; Lovato et al.,
2018).
Conway et al. (2020) informed readers that a positive qualitative parent-child relationship
functions as a protective factor to particularly the adolescent years because it “promotes health
and wellbeing” (pp. 300). Particularly immigrant youth are more likely to face adverse childhood
experiences (ACE) (pp. 302). This may show up in the form of enduring civil war, intense
poverty, and gang violence in home countries, then being separated from one or both parents at
different or same time, then being left with a new caregiver, and eventually migrating to meet
parents again, possibly experiencing some traumatic event during migration like sexual assault,
kidnapping or abuse. Once migrating to this country and being reunited with parents, migrant
youth would still have to experience the mixed of feelings that come when adjusting and reestablishing new family and authority roles in addition to the uncertainty of deportation,
discrimination, and the general acculturation stress. It is important to keep in mind that ACEs
correlate with higher risks of “negative health outcomes and maladaptive health behaviors in
adulthood” (pp. 302). ACEs may also alter by over activating the allostatic system, which is
formed by the nervous, endocrine, and immune systems that can then put these systems at risks
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for abnormal development. Additionally, immigrant parents also experience stressors due to
limited employment, being undocumented, discrimination, racism, poverty which may lead to
depression, and anxiety, and impact their “parenting practices” (pp. 304) which consequently
negatively impacts the quality of relationship with their child. In other words, for immigrant
Spanish-speaking Latine youth, having a positive parent-child relationship may function as a
resilience resource to counter the negative impacts stress and trauma may produce.
In brief, the experience of being a Spanish-speaking person from Latin America is a very
particular experience that becomes more complex when considering the structural systems, ethnic
and cultural values that have always played a role in daily life. This population endures many
hardships and even traumas in their home countries that leads them to migrate to the U. S., which
results in more complications. Family therapists must keep on learning about and processing the
histories of the families’ countries, the reasons of migration, the journeys to arrive to the U. S., as
well as the cultural values like familismo, machismo and marianismo, the acculturation and legal
stresses, the mental health struggles and stigma, and last but not least the traumas that these may
have caused each family member. Expressive arts therapists must keep these themes in mind in
addition to the contextual, political, and social issues impacting Latinx/e families in the U. S. While
keeping these factors in mind when working with Spanish speaking Latine individuals, groups or
families, there are many family therapy theories that may or may not be helpful for this population.
Family Therapy History
According to Rambo and Hibel (2012), the roots of family therapy can be attributed to
two main theories that have changed the perspective in many fields. One was biologist Von
Bertanlanffy’s general systems theory where the idea that “the whole is greater than the sum of
the parts” (pp. 4) detached from looking at living things as individuals but more as parts of
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greater structures and systems, interacting and impacting each other. The second was attachment
theory when John Bowlby decided to meet with the mother of one of his young clients, and
eventually focused his research on the mother-child unit. Another important contributor was
Gregory Bateson’s work on systems from the 1950s (Rambo & Hibel, 2012). By implementing
Cybernetics theory from computer development to human communication, patterns, and systems,
he contributed terms such as circular causality where human interactions are involved in multiple
realities, where everyone’s truths should be respected, and the idea of using interventions that
maintain “an ecological sensitivity” (pp. 4) within a family or group (Rambo & Hibel, 2012).
Moreover, Wulff (2012) stated Carl Whitaker contributed to the field of family therapy
by giving priority to the person-to-person interactions. His belief that “individuals are merely
fragments of a family” (pp.51) brought the concept that a person’s behaviors are best understood
by seeing the roles they play in their family. This presented in his work because in his sessions,
he involved other family members outside of the typical nuclear unit. Furthermore, the work by
Virginia Satir has been very influential. Satir, along with Whitaker, is seen as a founder of the
experiential family therapy (EFT) domain (Kaynan & Wade, 2018; Harvey, 1990). Her model,
which she spread to different countries between the 1960s and 1980s (Ram-Vlasov & Orkibi,
2021; Bermudez, 2008), focused on communication patterns and enhancing awareness of
emotions being experienced (Hale-Haniff, 2012). In general, EFT emphasizes awareness of
communication patterns and emotions connected to such, and the feelings of safety in
exchanging intimate information whether is in the form of thoughts or emotions (Rambo &
Hibel, 2012; Harvey, 1990).
In the 1960s the model of structural family therapy was developed by Salvador Minuchin,
which influenced several other models (Rambo et al., 2012c). Rambo et al. (2012c) stated these
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models are strategic family therapy by Jay Haley and Cloe Madanes, multidimensional systemic
family therapy by Howard Liddle, multisystemic therapy by James Alexander and Thomas
Sexton, and the University of Miami brief strategic model by Jose Sapoznik and his colleagues.
The main core concept of these models is the emphasis on “family organization,” which entails
in re-organizing the family hierarchy by having parents at the top of the hierarchy (Rambo et al.,
2012c). Another important umbrella of family therapy is brief therapy or also referred to as MRI
due to being developed in 1965 at the Mental Research Institute Brief Therapy Center (Rambo et
al., 2012d). This model according to Ram et al. (2012d) influenced other models such as
solution-focused brief therapy by Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg. Hypnotist Milton
Erickson and creative psychiatrist Don Jackson were important influences in the MRI model.
This umbrella was a pioneer in distancing from typical pathology and standards of mental health
of its time because its purpose was to help clients in “becoming unstuck from overly rigid
patterns of behavior and communication in a brief and noninvasive manner” (pp. 121).
Later in the 1980s, intergenerational models of Murray Bowen’s family systems therapy,
and contextual family therapy by Iván Böszörményi-Nagy and Catherine Ducommun-Nagy were
developed (Rambo et al., 2012a). The focus of these models is to be aware of generational
patterns, differentiation and “with rebalancing the relationship between the individual and the
[family] system” (Rambo et al., 2012b, pp. 79). Around the same time in Australia, Michael and
Cheryl White, along with David Epston began to develop what is now referred to as narrative
therapy. Influenced from Gregory Bateson, Michel Foucault (French philosopher from the
1960s), social constructionism and narrative ideas, this model has been focusing on “community
and of work toward social justice” (Rambo et al., 2012e, pp. 150). Neighboring to Australia is
New Zealand, where in Wellington the Family Centre has been practicing a not as known form
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of narrative therapy called “just therapy” (pp. 149). The play on words signifies the simplicity
and the social justice component to this model, where treatment is transitioned from the clinic to
the community (Rambo et al., 2012e). Both narrative and just therapy models are influenced by
Foucault’s writings about social construct, empowered and disempowered individuals, and their
goal is to offer alternate narratives where clients may be freed from society’s definitions of them
(Rambo & Hibel, 2012).
Again, like many other therapeutic models, the field of family therapy has had several
models and influences throughout the past few decades. From experiential family therapy where
communication patterns and emotion awareness were a great focus where the therapist would be
very involved with the family, to brief therapy which consisted of helping families getting
unstuck in a quick and not invasive manner, to narrative therapy reminding us that relationships
are bigger than families and that social constructs also impact families. All these forms of
thoughts are important to remember when working with Latinx/e families. Despite not being
mentioned, another less know form of family therapy is arts-based family therapy which will be
explored in more detail subsequently. Arts-based or expressive therapies-based family therapy is
influenced by the work and impact from the expressive arts therapies.
Expressive Arts Therapy
The expressive arts therapy was founded in the 1970s (Levine & Levine, 1999), although
it keeps evolving there are core values, such as: intermodal transfer, non-verbal expression,
access to the unconscious/subconscious, and trauma work. Levine and Levine (1999) shared the
most crucial quality is the intermodal transfer or “multidimensional approach” (pp. 11). It refers
to the idea that life is multi-sensory by experience and imagination. The various senses humans
possess align with the various creative-expressive artforms. In addition, the capacity to not only
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imagine and create in these senses but also to create meaning. It is believed each artform offers a
new perspective or way of knowing to a theme from an experience, thought or emotion.
Therefore, when transferring the exploration of a theme from drawing, to writing and then to
dancing, the depth of exploration and reflection increases with each transfer.
The expressive arts offer non-verbal forms of expression, which can hold emotions and
feelings in a safer manner than verbal expression (Richardson, 2016; Rogers, 1999). Rogers
(1999) declared the arts help people channel their emotions which leads them to “self-awareness,
self-understanding and insight” (pp. 130). Part of this process involves the uncovering of the
unconscious, where unknown aspects of a person may come up and become conscious or
obvious to them. For example, after reflecting on a drawing, a client can gain knowledge about
the theme they would be exploring from the experience of drawing, the final pieces, and the
possible metaphors the art piece brings forth to them. Thus, a drawing as a non-verbal form of
expression enables a safer space where difficult emotions can be expressed, and unconscious
understandings can be unearthed. By offering non-verbal ways of expressing and remembering,
and by providing access to the unconscious, the expressive arts are a helpful means for trauma
work.
Another important benefit the expressive arts bring to the mental health field is the ability
to be useful in trauma work (Richardson, 2016). Through Richardson’s (2016) expressive arts
therapy four-phase model for traumatized youth, readers can envision how the intermodal
expressive arts layout can help children and adolescents in processing trauma. The expressive
arts can help access the implicit memory, the part of the brain where sensations and images make
up the memories from traumatic events, which can be harder to access through verbal therapy.
Furthermore, repetitive activities, such as drumming, body tapping, dancing and even patterned

HOW CAN THE EXPRESSIVE ARTS BENEFIT LATINX/E IMMIGRANT FAMILIES

20

brushstrokes can help in regulating the midbrain. This part of the brain is in charge of
categorizing if sensory stimulations are threatening or not. When a non-traumatized individual
can receive sensory information that is stimulating, and be able to return to their normal activity,
this is considered a regulated midbrain. However, in traumatized individuals, the mid brain may
be dysregulated if it stays activated in either “fight, flight, or freeze” (pp. 37) or stress response
for long periods of time. It is important to remember these reactions are instinctual and the
body’s way of protecting the individual. By incorporating repetitive and sensory motions such as
creating through the arts, a dysregulated midbrain from trauma can be guided to regulation.
When having a dysregulated midbrain, being present in the moment can become a hard
task. In the context of family therapy, grounding and repetitive artistic activities, which can be
assigned as homework or be performed in sessions can help families deactivate the stress
response. This grounding activity may lead to a more productive session, a bonding activity for
the family, and the gift of being more present with each other. When feeling safe with the
expressive arts, children may express anger towards their parents that may not cause the same
commotion as discussing it in verbal form. By incorporating the intermodal transfer, families can
express and process the trauma they have endured which may help them in their healing journey.
Expressive Arts in Family Therapy
One of the first integration between art therapy and family therapy was through Hulse’s
draw-a-family technique in 1951 (Shafer, 2008). Later, Kaufman’s kinetic family drawing made
its way in 1970 (Ram-Vlasov & Orbiki, 2021; Shafer, 2008). While some other arts techniques
make their way in the literature (Harvey, 1990; Shafer, 2008; Lai, 2013), it is important to note
that Virginia Satir’s influence on the family therapy field provided a base for more arts-based
interventions (Ram-Vlasov & Orbiki, 2021; Kaynan & Wade, 2018; Harvey, 1990).
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Satir’s model already incorporated similarities to the arts therapies and provided a stable
base for therapists of the expressive arts to build upon. For example, in her technique of family
map, a circle represents one family member and inside the circle the different hats each member
wears are written down (e.g. son, brother, soccer player) and descriptive characteristics are added
as well (Bermudez, 2008). There is also family life chronology where like a genogram, family
members list the past three generations, types of illnesses, divorces, religions, education, career
achievements and major events (Bermudez, 2008). As explained by Bermudez (2008), ropes are
used as an exercise to connect family members and explore their interconnectedness and how
they impact each other, and every member takes turns in experiencing different perspectives.
Another Satir classic is communication stances, where five main stances represent
communication styles. The ideal stance is “congruent” (pp.55) where the verbal and nonverbal
match with each other, and the other four incongruent stances are blamer, placatory, computer,
and distracter. One more is sculpting where each family member arranges the family as how they
understand them and can show how other family members understand their family dynamics and
role with each other.
According to Harvey (1990), most family issues are due to problems in communication,
and quality of intimacy among family members. Patterns of communication and expression are
developed that can be unconscious to families and dysfunctional to the relationships. It is also
important to keep in mind the role of nonverbal communication. Through Harvey’s (1990)
dynamic play therapy, the creative arts can assist families in becoming more aware of each
members’ nonverbal communication styles, and better understand their own interactions during
family sessions. The arts can also help organize thoughts and feelings not previously obvious to
families, and even by practicing their creativity, new or additional forms of communications and
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expressions can be brought to life in place of the already practiced ones. In addition, conflicts
can be resolved or be better understood through a cycle of an intermodal experiential. In dynamic
play therapy, the element of “game” (pp. 240) is an important aspect that can bring forth family
dynamics as they are, such as if boundaries are respected, or if children feel safe to ask for
protection or if parents are emotionally attuned to their children. It can be helpful particularly in
the beginning sessions since the arts become an assessment instrument. Another important aspect
the arts offer is “choice-making” (pp.245), where all family members have to be able to actively
contribute during interactions which would lead to developing a consensus among the family.
Choice-making through the expressive arts is imperative to bettering the quality of intimacy in a
family unit, and “allow[ing] a more cooperative process” (pp. 245).
Furthermore, an important point to keep in mind is how younger children are usually
excluded in important conversations and even family therapy sessions (Shafer, 2008; Armstrong
& Simpson, 2002; Harvey, 1990). As reported by Armstrong and Simpson (2002), some
therapists might even believe such exclusion to be “permissible” (pp. 2), assuming young
children cannot comprehend complex concepts and struggle to communicate verbally, they can
also be bored, and distracting in family sessions. Parents might want to protect their young ones
by keeping them away from heavy arguments and complicated affairs. The expressive arts offer
young children the opportunity to express themselves without fearing consequences and offers
parents a chance to be in better attunement with their children’s thoughts and feelings. Again, the
incorporation of the expressive arts in family therapy sessions can be utilized to “assess family
dynamics, develop treatment plans, increase family member’s awareness, or facilitate more
meaningful connections” (pp. 8).
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Indicated by Shafer (2008), another important family therapy commonality is the postdivorce/separation stress experienced by parents and children. Shafer (2008) proposed the arts
can also help family members “describe their experiences, communicate and elaborate with each
other, bear witness to each other, and learn about themselves and each other” (pp. 156), as well
as function as a “therapeutic resource” (pp. 166) and evaluation instrument. This can include
reflection on coping skills used by family members and teaching the members to accept multiple
perspectives. In addition, the arts can be useful for families who have experienced trauma since it
can aid in bringing adults into a child’s worldview to be able to see how impactful a situation
was to a child. Shafer (2008) also emphasized the value in the element of play for trauma
because it can help families “make meaning, find comfort and a path of hope” (pp. 157). Lastly,
besides also aiding parents to see through their child’s perspective, narrative therapy has also
been shown to be useful for families who have experienced trauma because it can enhance
attachment bonds. The relationship between a child and a parent can be fragile, which may be
impacted by experiences like divorce or domestic violence.
Lai (2011) showed readers a ground-breaking, culturally-sensitive intermodal design for
Chinese mother-and-child relationships who are survivors of domestic. It is titled Expressive
Arts Therapy for Mother-Child Relationship (EAT-MCR). After explaining the importance of
creating a new model that is culturally sensitive to the Chinese culture and uses a more
collectivist format, one case study was demonstrated. This case study showed how the children
were able to share their experience and understanding of having witnessed domestic violence
while maintaining the Chinese culture’s communication hierarchies. As mentioned before, the
expressive therapies which include activities like moving the body, acting a role, and making
visual representations can be very useful to victims of abuse and trauma to “feel safe and gain
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access to nonverbal memories of traumatic incident” (pp. 305). Lai (2011) also indicated this is
the first model where parents’ and children’s experiences and expressions shared parallel
significance in treatment. The EAT-MCR model is further explained along with how it is a great
demonstration of how the expressive arts therapy can also benefit Latinx/Latine families.
Previously stated, the use of the visual arts has been advantageous in analyzing
attachment styles and the worldviews of families’ intimacy quality from young children’s
perspectives (Biasi, Bonaiuto & Levin, 2015). Hence, the color family drawing test had been
used to compare cross-culturally by Biasi, Bonaiuto and Levin (2015). This test has the
instruction of asking young children to “draw your family” (pp.302), while providing A4-format
rectangular card and 24 colored pencils. The color family drawing test was given to a
community of Italian families and a community of Asian immigrant families both living in
Rome, and a community in Moscow, Russia. All of these families where previously categorized
to belong to two types of classifications based on teachers’ interviews. The first one was a
Harmonious Family which entails having “supportive parents, who can guarantee affective
support, maintaining harmonious interpersonal relations.” While the second category was Very
Conflicting Family, which includes “high degree of parental conflict, expressions of open
violence within the family, difficult separation or divorce... the presence of other negative
partners with negative characteristics, a parent that is hardly present due to some serious
impediment such as imprisonment, drug-addiction, grave illness” (pp. 302). In comparison to the
latter category, some common patterns among the drawings of harmonious families were that
family members looked very proportioned to each other and had “reassuring and playful colours”
page like pink, orange, sky blue, and pastel colors. The use of line was also more rounded and
continuous. Whereas drawings from children in the very conflicting family category had broken
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lines with many angles, the family members’ figures were not proportioned, and the common
colors used were grey, black, violet, dark blue, and olive green, which were referred to as
“alarming and serious colours” (pp. 302). While the arts can be a useful assessment tool for
family therapists to learn about the dynamics of a family, the arts can also serve as a tool to
reflect and heal from a traumatic experience.
Kaynan and Wade (2018) showed readers through their own healing journey how drama
therapy techniques can be applied to family therapy theories. Using Satir’s and Whitaker’s
experiential family therapy, they incorporated Landy’s role theory/role method technique from
drama therapy, where the authors developed scripts of their own families’ journeys with the
authors’ chronic illnesses and had the role of directors. They cast other actors to play their family
members and themselves. The final plays resulted in their families, close friends, and classmates
becoming the audience to the final play/musical. Everyone including authors, family members,
and casting had a space to reflect on their experiences after the plays were over. Kaynan and
Wade acknowledged the limitations their “autoethnographic investigations” (pp. 18) possessed,
from using themselves and families as subjects, to how their conscious or unconscious biases
might have taken the wheel in this research. However, they reminded readers that chronic
illnesses will only increase in the upcoming years, including the emotional repercussions on the
bearers of the chronic illnesses and their loved ones. These autoethnographies can serve as a base
to drama therapists to implement drama therapy and experiential family therapy treatment
techniques, while expressive arts therapists can incorporate other forms of artistic expression to
create an intermodal experience. This is done by Ram-Vlasov and Orbiki (2021).
An intermodal assessment called the kinetic family in action (KFiA) is introduced by
Ram-Vlasov and Orbiki (2021). The four-phase model takes on from kinetic family drawing,
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where children’s psychopathology in the family environment was assessed, and is turned into an
intermodal treatment experience integrating family art therapy and psychodrama. It is employed
on an individual basis with groups and utilizes three artforms of expression: drawing to writing
(both individually) to acting (group setting). The purpose of KFiA is to “identify implicit and
explicit personal and interpersonal issues within the client’s family system to inform clinical
practice” (pp. 3). The integration of intermodal transfer from the expressive arts therapy is an
essential aspect of this model, particularly the crystallization or the mental and emotional
substances that manifest in the various artforms of imagination and expression. This model does
not include two or more family members, but functions by offering individuals the space of inner
exploration of their family dynamics through the intermodal process. This first step is to draw a
kinetic family (a family doing something together in past, present or future), the second phase is
to write a script of the scene drawn, the third step is to enact the script with other group members
and the individual takes the role of director, and the final phase is to reflect as a group. Since it
has a group therapy setting, each member receives the time and space from everyone to enact the
script and play the role of director. Being in the moment of the intermodal transfer allows for
“active exploration” (pp. 8), where it is important to keep in mind when inconsistencies and
shifts occur among the drawing, script, and instructions from the director (client). These
incongruities are part of the treatment that ignites self-exploration and self-reflection about
family dynamics.
Ultimately, the expressive arts have been integrated in the past decades in family therapy
sessions, as well as in individual sessions to explore and identify family dynamics, interpersonal
struggles, and quality of intimacy (Ram-Vlasov & Orbiki, 2021; Biasi, Bonaiuto & Levin, 2015;
Lai, 2011; Shafer, 2008; Armstrong & Simpson, 2002; Harvey, 1990). While there are some
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interactions or collisions between family therapy theories and expressive therapies, the literature
has much space for growth, particularly for the intermodal field (Ram-Vlasov & Orbiki, 2021;
Lai, 2011; Harvey, 1990). However, families in therapy can still benefit from the current
research and theories described, including Latine families.
Expressive Arts Family Therapy for Latinx/Latine immigrant Families
A substantial role model to visualizing what an expressive arts/ intermodal therapy model
that is culturally sensitive to Latinx immigrant families who have experienced trauma look like is
Lai (2011)’s EAT-MCR for domestic violence survivors in Chinese culture. The way the model
was able to provide a safe space for children to share and express their understanding of the
domestic violence experience while maintaining cultural values of respect and non-direct
communication does show what the expressive arts therapies can offer cross-culturally.
Expressive arts therapists should attempt to explore Latine cultural values and acculturation
processes. The arts can be an appropriate medium to organizing and becoming aware of such
subconscious processes and adaptations.
Due to its capability to be inclusive of different ages and developmental stages (Lai,
2011; Harvey, 1990), the expressive arts can benefit family therapy in general because working
with families entails working with various ages and developmental stages in one session. In
addition, the expressive arts can also be adaptive to be culturally sensitive (Lai, 2011).
The trauma experienced daily by this population can be expressed and processed with the
expressive arts. The arts can offer access to implicit memory, and regulate the midbrain
(Richardson, 2016). By doing repetitive activities with the expressive arts, Latine immigrant
families can better cope with the stress and trauma of being undocumented, or having an
undocumented family member, as well as process the migration journey, and even the probable
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parent-child bond rupture caused by separation in some families. Since the arts have been shown
to be more accessible to young children, expressive arts therapy can be a vehicle to “process
their fears, uncertainties, confusion, and anger” (Lovato et al., 2018, pp. 114).
Moreover, the expressive arts can help with the rupture among parents and children who
had to separate to migrate to this country (Conway et al., 2020; Terrazas et al., 2020; Lovato et
al., 2018). It can help the thousands of children that have had a parent deported and process the
experience, grief, and trauma in non-verbal ways. It can be culturally adaptive to working with
hierarchies present in familismo, similar to how Lai (2011) demonstrated where the hierarchal
roles of the mothers were maintained yet the children were still able to express their
understanding and experience of having to undergo domestic violence. By creating situations
where children can manifest their perceptions and emotions regarding the family’s legality,
coming to this country, or even not feeling close to their parents, the arts can give insights to
parents, therapists and even the children than having to express it verbally, which might be
considered disrespectful. When parents and children create something together, it can enhance
the parent-child relationship and allow a pause on the hierarchical roles that familismo enforces.
The arts can also provide opportunities for parents and children who have had to be
separated for a few years. If a family is in the middle of re-establishing family and authority
roles, expressive arts therapy can aid in re-reconnecting and re-bonding so immigrant
adolescents can have a positive parent-child relationship, which is “associated with decreased
adolescent alcohol use and fewer depressive symptoms and is protective against immigrant
specific stressors, including acculturation stress… as well as moderate the effects of trauma”
(Conway et al., 2020, pp. 303). Due to the higher risk this population has of experiencing ACEs,
a positive parent-child relationship may function as a protective “buffer” (pp. 310) against
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negative consequences related with stress and trauma. Moreover, the interruption of attachment
bonds due to immigration-related separations can be examined and rebuilt with the expressive
arts therapies.
Discussion
The expressive arts therapy can be beneficial to Spanish-speaking Latinx/Latine
immigrant families. By providing nonverbal ways of expressing, the arts can offer a safe space to
process the different levels of trauma experienced by these families. The creative arts can help
Latinx/e families to reflect and learn about how the pressure from the values of machismo,
marianismo and familismo, the stress of acculturation and of having either temporal legal status
or undocumented status have an impact on their daily life and family interactions. Also, the
stigma and lack of knowledge about mental health can influence the treatment process.
Therapists must remember the various layers of possible trauma Latinx families in the U. S.
experience, including the poverty and violence in home country, life-risking migration journey,
family separation, family reunification after years of being separated, constant fear of being
deported and separated from family again. Part of this trauma also involves the parent-child
relationship and the most likely disruption to the relationship due to immigration. The expressive
arts therapy can provide coping mechanisms, non-verbal spaces, and meaning-making
opportunities to process the various layers of trauma. The creative arts can also help parents and
their adolescent children in re-establishing roles after years of being separated.
Limitations
Though vital elements were brought up in this literature review regarding Latinx/Latine
families, it is still critical to note other structural components not mentioned or discussed that can
also impact and show up in family therapy. This can include poverty, living in a suburban or
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urban residence, domestic violence, homelessness, and history of family’s mental health
challenges. Additionally, a critical topic not discussed in detail is race and racial bias in the
Latinx/Latine. It is recommended for readers to keep in mind how racial biases play a role in
families’ experiences in their home countries, in the United States, within the family unit, and
inter-relationally with friends, acquaintances, neighbors, etc. This is also connected to having to
be sensitive to the contexts in which the terms Hispanic and Latinx are used, and who is and is
not included in each term. Also, when talking about race, Latin America being a land of
immigrants, it has not been mentioned other ethnicities and races that have migrated to Latin
America, and other important historical facts that have impacted the racial biases differently in
each country. Another important theme not discussed is how musical therapeutic techniques or
activities can benefit families. In addition, it is imperative to remember that the theories and
models of expressive arts are Eurocentric, therefore it is meaningful and relevant to incorporate
and embrace non-typical Western values like reciprocity, and the importance of taking care of
nature and the planet. Apart from this, another significant issue that has not been discussed is the
separation of families and constant trauma that still takes place at the border of Mexico and the
United States.
Future Research
Although the focus of this literature review has been on Latine families residing in the U.
S., it is possible other families that identify with ethnicities with similar colonizing histories like
the countries in Latin America could benefit from some of these revelations. This also includes
other communities who are also undocumented or hold liminal legality. The expressive arts
therapies can hold multiple complexities due to their adaptability and flexibility. I encourage
other researches and therapists-to-be to find connections as to how the expressive arts can be
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applicable and benefit other collectivist ethnic minorities experiencing oppression, and create
less non-Eurocentric expressive arts therapy models that can benefit families from non-Western
communities and countries.
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